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     Mayme Agnew Clayton was a librarian who, on her own and with her own resources, collected tens of thousands of rare and out-of-print books, sound recordings, films, photographs, movie posters and personal correspondence, all by and about African Americans.  She was the Founder and President of the Western States Black Research and Education Center (WSBREC), which has the largest privately held collection of African-American historical materials in the world.  Without Dr. Clayton’s collection, these works, incredibly important pieces testifying to the richness and diversity of the black experience, may have been destroyed and lost forever.

     Mayme Clayton was born in Van Buren, Arkansas, in 1923.  Her parents exposed her and her siblings to many accomplished African Americans, and even drove the family a significant distance to hear Mary MacLeod Bethune speak.  Dr. Bethune remained a source of inspiration for Dr. Clayton throughout her lifetime.  
     Dr. Clayton attended Lincoln University in Missouri, received a Bachelor of Arts Degree from the University of California, a Master’s Degree in Library Science from Goddard College in Vermont, and was awarded a Doctorate in Humanities from Sierra University in 1985.  She began her career as a professional librarian in 1952 at Doheny Library at the University of Southern California (USC).  She became a law librarian for the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) in 1957.  In the late 1960’s, the university asked Dr. Clayton to establish the Afro-American Studies Center Library, which still exists today.  The university administration was prompted to create this center due to a lack of materials related to black history and culture and student demand to develop curriculum relevant to the needs of UCLA’s black population.
     Dr. Clayton was known to have a private collection of African American literature and to have a well-developed knowledge of important works by black authors.  She planned to include out-of-print works for the Center’s collection from authors such as Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen and Zora Neale Hurston.  Since these works were more expensive than the currently available works, the university opted not to include money for these works in the budget.  This exclusion of important works was of concern to Dr. Clayton.  She was afraid that much of black history would be lost if other universities felt the same way, and began collecting works with determination.  She said that she had to do this so “children would know that black people have done great things.”
     Dr. Clayton began purchasing anything of academic and cultural significance written by black authors.  She soon included films, music and photographs in her purchases.  Dr. Clayton was an avid golfer, and as she traveled to play, she also looked for rare finds wherever she went.  She traveled as far as Africa to find pieces for the collection.  As one of the few black members of the Antiquarian Society, she became known for her specialization in African American works, and dealers across the US would contact her with items they thought she would be interested in.

     The items in Dr. Clayton’s collection cost her hundreds of thousands of dollars over the years.  She got the money to pay for everything through scrimping and saving, occasionally selling books off, and living modestly.  Sometimes, she would barter and trade for books, once acquiring a signed poem by Langston Hughes in a trade.  Dr. Clayton once said, “Whenever something important needed to be included in the collection, the money just appeared.
     For most of the 40 years Dr. Clayton collected African American works, she stored them in her garage.  Her 30,000 rare and out-of-print works have never fully been categorized.  In 1976, Dr. Clayton founded Western States Black Research and Educational Center (WSBREC).  The Center’s mission is to collect, preserve, perpetuate and share the history and cultural heritage of African Americans.  But it wasn’t until 2006 that Dr. Clayton, with the help of her son, found a proper place to house the collection.  
     Avery Clayton, Dr. Clayton’s son, rented a building and turned it into the Mayme A Clayton Library and Cultural Center.  The building, rented days before Dr. Clayton died at 83 from pancreatic cancer, is located in Culver City, California.  The Library plans to one day add a 75,000 square foot edifice to the existing 23,000 square foot building.  Dr. Clayton’s son, Avery Clayton, continues on as Executive Director for the Library, working to obtain necessary funding for maintenance and additions to the collection.  According to Mr. Clayton, “culture is the measure of a civilization.  Without evidence of a culture, there is no proof that a people exists.”
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